






Brazil’s Pastoral Land Commission (CPT), which systematically records rural conflicts across the
country. We find that when a pre-JPII bishop reaches retirement age or passes away, the number
of active and new land conflicts decreases significantly. Combining these estimates with the ef-
fect on JPII appointments implies that the appointment of a bishop by John Paul II reduced active
land conflicts by 29% between 1975 and 1994. These results indicate that the removal of progres-
sive religious leaders substantially reduced land conflict in Brazil. The decline is specific to land
conflict: we find no significant effects on other disputes, such as those related to labor or natural
resources. Moreover, using Agricultural Census data, we find that expected bishop replacement
reduces the share of agricultural establishments operated by occupants, alleviating concerns that
the main results are driven by changes in conflict reporting by the CPT.

Event-study estimates support the identifying assumptions and clarify the dynamics of the ef-
fect. We find no evidence that land conflicts were declining prior to the expected replacement of
pre-JPII bishops. This supports the parallel-trends assumption and mitigates concerns that bishops
changed their behavior in anticipation of retirement. After expected replacement, land conflict
declines. The reduction is first visible for new land conflicts and later translates into a decline in
active conflicts, consistent with a mechanism in which conservative Church leadership weakened
the organizational conditions needed to initiate and sustain rural mobilization.

We further investigate whether these effects reflect bishop turnover per se or the ideological con-
tent of the leadership change. To do so, we exploit the 2005 papal transition from John Paul II to
Benedict XVI. Unlike the 1978 transition, this succession did not represent a sharp doctrinal rever-
sal, since both popes shared a broadly conservative orientation. We construct an analogous measure
of expected bishop replacement for bishops in office at the time of Benedict XVI’s appointment.
When Benedict XVI replaced bishops previously appointed by John Paul II—a conservative-to-
conservative transition—we find no significant effect on land conflict. In contrast, among the small
set of dioceses where bishops appointed before John Paul II remained in office until 2005, the
replacement of these late-serving progressive bishops is associated with a decline in land conflict,
especially in the emergence of new disputes. This pattern suggests that the main results are driven
by the replacement of progressive leadership with more conservative leadership, rather than by
episcopal turnover itself.

We next examine the organizational channel through which bishop turnover affected land con-
flict. Bishops exercise substantial authority over diocesan religious life, but their influence over
local communities is mediated through parishes and the priests assigned to them. We first show
that the decline in land conflict is concentrated in municipalities with at least one parish. Parishes
are the basic local units of the Catholic Church, serving as centers of religious activity, community
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Table 1: Summary statistics

Municipality level
Variable Mean Std. dev. Min Max
Active Conflicts per Year 0.34 1.27 0 39
Active Land Conflicts per Year 0.29 1.11 0 31
New Land Conflicts per Year 0.07 0.37 0 14
Other active conflicts per Year 0.06 0.31 0 9
Population size 1970 23,631 126,754 834 5,924,612
Share of rural population 1970 0.67 0.21 0 0.99
Number of Parishes 1970 1.5 6.7 0 319
Parishes per 100,000 inhabitants 1978 8.9 8.7 0 120
Share of religiously owned land 0.002 0.012 0 0.44

Diocesis level
Variable Mean Std. dev. Min Max
Number of Municipalities of 1970 19.75 18.0 0 179
Number of Parishes 1978 27.4 32.7 1 354
Share of religiously owned land 0.028 0.057 0 0.44

Note: This table presents summary statistics for the municipalities-year of the sample used in the study, which
includes 3,895 municipalities and 216 dioceses. When the year is not specified, the variables are averaged for
the 1975 to 1994.

1978, when JPII assumed the papacy (hereafter, “pre-JPII bishops”). The distribution indicates,
for example, that approximately 10% of bishops were 60 years old in 1978. Under the tenure
rules, JPII would be unable to replace this bishops until 1993.

Figure 4: Age distribution of bishops in office as of October 1978
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the interpretation that bishop turnover reshaped the local clerical infrastructure through which the
Church interacted with rural communities.

5 Conclusion

The conservative turn of the Catholic Church after the appointment of John Paul II changed the
relationship between the Church and rural mobilization in Brazil. Progressive Catholic leaders
had played an important role in supporting landless peasants, providing legitimacy, information,
and local organizational resources for collective action. We show that the staggered expected
replacement of pre–John Paul II bishops, induced by retirement rules and mortality, led to a decline
in land conflict. The effect is driven by fewer new land conflicts and, over time, by a decline in
active conflicts. We find no comparable effect on other types of rural disputes, suggesting that the
results are specific to the domain in which the Church had been most directly involved.

The evidence points to the importance of local organizational structures. The effects are con-
centrated in municipalities with at least one parish, where the Church had a stronger institutional
presence, and are larger in municipalities where religious institutions owned land. We also show
that expected bishop replacement increased priest turnover, especially in more rural municipalities.
These patterns suggest that the effect of episcopal turnover did not operate only through a change
in doctrine or public discourse. It also reflected changes in the local clerical infrastructure through
which the Church interacted with rural communities.

These findings have broader implications for the political economy of redistribution. Redis-
tributive conflict depends not only on inequality, state policy, or economic shocks, but also on the
organizations that help groups articulate and sustain claims. In settings where such intermediaries
are weakened, observed conflict may decline even when underlying distributive tensions remain.
Civil-society organizations are therefore not merely background actors in distributive politics; they
can shape whether redistributive demands are organized, how they are sustained, and whether they
reach the state.
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A2 Tables and Figures

Figure A2: Dioceses and Municipalities boundaries, 1970

Note: The map displays the Dioceses and Municipalities boundaries
as of 1970, which are the ones used throughout the study. At the time
of John Paul II’s appointment in 1978, Brazil had 221 dioceses, each
encompassing an average of 20 municipalities.
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